INTRODUCTION {#sec0005}
============

Parkinson's disease (PD) neuropathology is characterized by loss of dopaminergic neurons in the substantia nigra and the development of intracellular alpha-synuclein aggregates called Lewy bodies and Lewy neurites \[[@ref001]\]. It is estimated that as many as 10 million individuals live with PD globally \[[@ref002]\]. The classical motor symptoms include resting tremor, bradykinesia and rigidity, but patients frequently also exhibit a range of non-motor disturbances including constipation, hyposmia, depression and cognitive decline. The motor symptoms are believed to be largely related to the loss of nigral dopamine neurons. Although the pathogenic process leading to death of nigral dopamine neurons is not fully elucidated, alpha-synuclein aggregation \[[@ref003]\] and neuroinflammation \[[@ref004]\] both appear to play key roles, with mitochondrial dysfunction \[[@ref005]\], oxidative stress \[[@ref006]\] and excitotoxicity \[[@ref007]\] also being implicated in the neurodegenerative process. By contrast, the neuroanatomical underpinnings of non-motor symptoms are less well defined but, once again, neuroinflammation and alpha-synuclein aggregates have been suggested to be important contributors \[[@ref008]\]. Notably, measures of inflammation are reported to correlate to severity of non-motor symptoms in PD \[[@ref009]\].

Over the last decade, several heritable (autosomal and recessive) disease-causing mutations have been identified for PD, providing more insight into the underlying pathogenesis in both familial and sporadic disease. However, these monogenic forms account for only a small fraction of familial PD cases, reflecting the multifactorial etiology of the disease \[[@ref010]\]. Several large genome wide association studies (GWAS) have identified at least 41 loci harboring polymorphisms that are associated with altered PD risk. Although some of these loci are proximal to genes which have a clear role in neuronal function and PD (e.g., the genes encoding for alpha-synuclein and LRRK2), for the majority it remains unclear precisely which gene, or genes, are influenced by the polymorphisms. To add to the challenge, the normal functions of the proteins encoded by several of the genes in the vicinity of the PD associated polymorphisms are not known. Furthermore, because several of the polymorphisms appear to be in enhancer regions, they can influence multiple downstream genes that are either in *cis* (within 10 mega base-pairs of the polymorphism) or *trans* (more than one mega base-pair away, and potentially even on a different chromosome). Notwithstanding this complexity, in this context it is worth pointing out that in depth analyses have suggested that several of the polymorphisms that alter PD risk affect genes that are active in immune cells \[[@ref011]\]. Supporting this, a recent study showed a significant genetic overlap between PD and autoimmune disorders, suggesting shared mechanistic pathways in these disorders \[[@ref013]\]. These recent observations have further increased the interest in research into protein aggregation and neuroinflammation.

Among the genetic loci that were confirmed in two large meta-analyses \[[@ref014]\] to significantly influence PD risk, one is located near the gene encoding the enzyme *ACMSD*, which is the focus of this review article. This enzyme has a well-described biological function in the kynurenine pathway, where it regulates and limits the formation of quinolinic acid. What makes the potential role of *ACMSD* in PD risk particularly intriguing is that quinolinic acid is an NMDA receptor agonist with excitotoxic properties that can also modulate inflammatory responses. Therefore, it is possible that ACMSD has an important functional role in PD pathogenesis, and that targeting the enzyme might provide a novel therapeutic strategy. The purpose of this review is threefold. *First*, we describe evidence from genetics (both from GWAS and mutations in the coding gene) and epigenetics (altered enhancer methylation in PD brain) which implicates ACMSD as a regulator of PD risk. *Second,* we review how *ACMSD* and quinolinic acid could influence PD pathogenesis by regulating excitotoxicity. *Third*, we discuss the potential interplay between a dysregulated kynurenine pathway and other pathogenic mechanisms that are strongly implicated in PD, such as neuroinflammation and protein aggregation.

THE GENETICS OF PARKINSON'S DISEASE AND ACMSD {#sec0010}
=============================================

In 2011, Singleton and coworkers utilized five GWAS data-sets to identify five novel loci that modify PD risk, at the same time confirming variations in previously reported genes such as SNCA, LRRK2, BST1, HLA-DRB5, GAK and MAPT \[[@ref016]\]. One of the novel loci was ACMSD, where an SNP (rs6710823) proximal to the *ACMSD* gene was found to be significantly associated with PD risk. Several GWAS have been undertaken in different populations since then, in order to identify new, as well as confirm previously reported risk loci. At least four different SNPs in the same region in close proximity to *ACMSD* have been identified to be associated with PD risk, demonstrating that variation in this region genuinely affect PD risk \[[@ref017]\]. In 2014, Nalls et al. verified and replicated 28 risk variants for PD across 24 loci, with an SNP (rs6430538) close to *ACMSD* being one among them (odds ratio (OR): 0.875), in a combined patient cohort size of 13,708 PD patients and 95,282 controls \[[@ref015]\]. The most recent, very large study \[[@ref014]\] compared 26,035 PD cases with 403,190 controls (including both novel cohorts and meta-analysis) and verified the same SNP, rs6430538, in proximity of *ACMSD,* to be significantly linked to PD risk (OR:0.88). The study refers to the locus as the *TMEM163* locus because genetic variation at this site was associated with variation in *TMEM163* gene expression in normal brain tissue (in the GTex eQTL database) \[[@ref014]\]. Typically, promoters regulate the expression of multiple genes, both in *cis* and *trans* location, and therefore the same locus still might regulate *ACMSD* expression, as well as additional genes. Notably, as noted by the authors of this study \[[@ref014]\], currently available eQTL data is insufficient to determine expression during diseases triggers and stages, as well as in multiple cell types of importance. In short, more in-depth transcriptomic and eQTL investigations in specific cell populations, under normal and disease states, are required to determine whether the implicated SNPs in this region increases PD risk via differential *ACMSD* expression.

Notably, the SNP identified in the two largest GWAS studies (rs6430538) \[[@ref014]\] is in a linkage disequilibrium (LD) block that is both proximal and upstream to the *ACMSD* gene ([Fig. 1](#jpd-7-jpd171240-g001){ref-type="fig"}). In the adult substantia nigra, the LD block overlaps chromatin marks characteristic of active enhancers as well as DNAse hypersensitivity sites. This indicates that the chromatin is open, allowing active gene expression at this locus, in the adult nigra. Furthermore, chromatin conformation analysis by Hi-C (an unbiased, high throughput method to detect chromatin-looping interactions between all loci in the genome) supports that the enhancer elements at this PD-associated SNP interacts with the promoter area of both *ACMSD* and the other nearby gene *TMEM163*. Interestingly, in the substantia nigra there is a poised promoter at the *ACMSD* gene. A poised promoter state allows for rapid gene activation upon appropriate developmental and/or environmental cues. Hence *ACMSD* expression in the brain is likely to be transient and investigations (i.e., in cell models) examining allele-specific differences in *ACMSD* expression following PD-relevant triggers will be important for understanding the contributions of genetic variation at *ACMSD* to PD.

![Gene regulatory effects of a PD-associated SNP near the *ACMSD* gene. The SNP rs6430538, located upstream of the *ACMSD* gene, was significantly associated with PD in two large GWAS meta-analyses \[[@ref014]\]. Eight SNPs (rs10928512, rs1942041, rs6741007, rs6751833, rs6753334, rs4953936, rs6759811, rs6758044) were found to be in linkage-disequilibrium (LD) with rs6430538, as determined by the rAggr program (<http://raggr.usc.edu>) with an R^2^≥0.8. The -- Log~10~(*P*-value) represents the significance of each SNP in the LD block, as reported \[[@ref015]\]. The LD block containing the PD-associated rs6430538 SNP exhibits 17 chromatin interactions, as identified by Hi-C analysis reported on the 4DGenome (<https://4dgenome.research.chop.edu>). Chromatin states in the adult brain substantia nigra (blue) and fetal brain (pink) tissue were determined by the NIH Epigenomics Roadmap.](jpd-7-jpd171240-g001){#jpd-7-jpd171240-g001}

MUTATIONS OF ACMSD AND PARKINSONISM {#sec0015}
===================================

Two recent studies have indicated that mutations in the *ACMSD* gene can be associated with neurological disease with features of parkinsonism. First, Marti-Masso et al. used whole exome sequencing to determine genetic variations in a Spanish family with a history of focal myoclonic tremor, parkinsonism and epilepsy. Upon screening individuals from three generations they identified a disease-segregating mutation in the *ACMSD* gene (p.Trp26Stop codon), which was predicted to be pathogenic using two well validated computational techniques \[[@ref021]\]. Although ACMSD is normally expressed in the liver, kidney and brain, the disease primarily manifests as a neurological disorder in this family, suggesting an important role for ACMSD in the brain. *Second*, a novel p.Glu298Lys mutation in *ACMSD* was detected in a single individual with late onset (74 year-old) sporadic PD \[[@ref022]\]. The individual was negative for other disease-causing mutations and had no first degree family history of PD. Using software that predicts the pathogenicity of amino acid substitutions (MutPred and SIFT, i.e., Sorting Tolerant From Intolerant) algorithm and mutation taster, the group predicted the mutation in the *ACMSD* gene to be pathogenic as it is located at a site that is expected to disrupt enzyme structure and function. Taken together, the two reports of mutations in the *ACMSD* gene that are associated with primary PD and PD-like symptoms suggest that reduced ACMSD function might confer PD risk. The fact that one disrupted allele of *ACMSD* might be sufficient to cause idiopathic PD in a patient is particularly strong evidence, implicating a role for this enzyme in PD pathogenesis \[[@ref022]\]. However, there may be additional, unknown risk factors that might have contributed to PD pathology in this patient. Genetic studies need to be followed by functional assays to characterize the *in-vivo* role of this enzyme in the brain in order to draw conclusions about causative mechanisms.

FUNCTION OF ACMSD {#sec0020}
=================

ACMSD is part of the kynurenine pathway ([Fig. 2](#jpd-7-jpd171240-g002){ref-type="fig"}), which is comprised of a series of enzymes responsible for the metabolism of tryptophan. These enzymes are expressed in immune cells and different tissues; including the liver, kidney, placenta and brain \[[@ref023]\]. The first step of the kynurenine pathway results in the conversion of tryptophan into kynurenine via N-formyl kynurenine, catalyzed by the enzymes indoleamine 2,3-dioxygenase (IDO) 1 or 2, or tryptophan 2,3-dioxygenase (TDO). Kynurenine is next metabolized into 3--hydroxykynurenine by kynurenine monoxygenase (KMO), to anthranilic acid by kynureninase, or to kynurenic acid by kynurenine amino transferase (KAT) ([Fig. 2](#jpd-7-jpd171240-g002){ref-type="fig"}). Interestingly, the enzymes of the kynurenine pathway are expressed in different cell types in the CNS. For example, microglia cells are known to produce quinolinic acid \[[@ref026]\], whereas astrocytes contain the enzymes KAT, making them capable of diverting the metabolite production from the generation of quinolinic acid to kynurenic acid \[[@ref027]\], via an early branch in the pathway ([Fig. 2](#jpd-7-jpd171240-g002){ref-type="fig"}). However, the knowledge about the tissue- and disease specific expression and activity of the kynurenine pathway enzymes is still in its infancy.

![Simplified diagram of the enzymes and metabolites of the kynurenine pathway. IDO, indoleamine-2,3-dioxygenase; TDO, tryptophan-2,3-dioxygenase; KATs, kynurenine aminotransferases; KMO, kynurenine-3-monooxygenase; 3-HAO, 3-hydro-xyanthranilate-3,4-dioxygenase; ACMSD, aminocarboxymuconate-semialdehyde decarboxylase; QPRT, quinolinate phosphoribosyltransferase; NAD, nicotinamide adenine dinucleotide.](jpd-7-jpd171240-g002){#jpd-7-jpd171240-g002}

ACMSD is a decarboxylase that was first cloned in 2002 \[[@ref028]\], and later confirmed to contain a zinc metal-dependent hydrolase and amidohydrolase domain \[[@ref029]\]. Its expression in different tissue types and disease conditions has still not been fully characterized, although it is highly expressed in the liver, kidney and to a lower degree in brain under physiological conditions \[[@ref030]\]. The enzyme is primarily cytosolic and is positioned at a critical branching point in the kynurenine pathway, wherein it influences the fate of the precursor 2-amino-3-carboxymuconic-6-semialdehyde (ACMS). Quinolinic acid results from the spontaneous conversion of ACMS. However, when the enzyme ACMSD is present, it instead catalyzes the conversion of ACMS to aminomuconic semialdehyde (AMS) \[[@ref023]\]. Thus, ACMSD limits and regulates the formation of quinolinic acid ([Fig. 2](#jpd-7-jpd171240-g002){ref-type="fig"}). The product of ACMSD, AMS, can enter another metabolic pathway, acting as a substrate for the formation of glutaryl-CoA and subsequently acetyl-CoA, which then enters the citric acid cycle \[[@ref031]\]. Concordant with this, the expression of the enzyme ACMSD is known to be upregulated in response to metabolic conditions such as animal models of diabetes \[[@ref032]\]. Picolinic acid is a stable end-product formed from AMS that is not further metabolized. This metabolite is a metal chelator that has been suggested to protect neurons against quinolinic acid-induced toxicity \[[@ref033]\], but the underlying mechanism has not been determined. Thus, ACMSD is located at a key branching site of the kynurenine pathway, where it limits the metabolism of tryptophan into NAD^+^ by preventing the formation of quinolinic acid. Instead, ACMSD catalyzes the production of metabolites that subsequently enter the citric acid cycle, or can form picolinic acid.

Quinolinic acid is an NMDA receptor agonist with selectivity for receptors containing NR1, NR2A and NR1, NR2B subunits, with an affinity comparable to that of glutamate \[[@ref036]\]. The distribution of these receptor subtypes is brain region specific \[[@ref037]\]. In the substantia nigra, NMDA receptors of the NR2B subunit type are present on dopaminergic neurons \[[@ref039]\]. Like NMDA, two molecules of quinolinic acid are required for receptor activation, and quinolinic acid binding to NMDA receptor evokes a calcium-dependent depolarizing current \[[@ref041]\]. Hyperactivation of NMDA receptors is an important mechanism for quinolinic acid-induced neurotoxicity. Sustained hyperactivation of NMDA receptors by quinolinic acid leads to increased calcium influx, with altered calcium flux within mitochondria and endoplasmic reticulum as immediate consequences, and elevated oxidative stress, apoptosis and neuronal death as downstream outcomes if the toxicity is sustained \[[@ref043]\]. At physiologically high concentrations (0.3--10 mM) quinolinic acid also potentiates glutamate release from synapses, as well as inhibits glutamate uptake from astrocytes, events that could collectively contribute to overstimulation of NMDA receptors and excitotoxicity \[[@ref044]\].

A POTENTIAL ROLE FOR ACMSD IN PD PATHOGENESIS {#sec0025}
=============================================

Genetic and environmental risk factors, as well as normal ageing, influence PD pathogenesis. All of these elements are believed to affect interdependent molecular mechanisms that cluster into four domains: protein aggregation, energy failure, oxidative stress and neuroinflammation. We propose that ACMSD may mitigate the PD pathogenesis by limiting the formation of quinolinic acid. The notion that the kynurenine pathway and quinolinic acid could be involved in PD is well established and the evidence for this has already been comprehensively reviewed in excellent articles \[[@ref045]\]. The novel feature that we are proposing is that genetic variations in ACMSD might play a pivotal role in PD pathology. In our conceptual model, ACMSD deficiency resulting from mutations in the gene or polymorphisms in putative regulatory elements will promote inflammation and excitotoxicity which in turn can drive mitochondrial failure and protein aggregation, ultimately leading to neuronal death ([Fig. 3](#jpd-7-jpd171240-g003){ref-type="fig"}). These events can be initiated by exposure to environmental toxins, infections or a dysfunctional gut microbiome, and are exacerbated by age. Enhancing ACMSD function could serve to inhibit or delay these processes and as a result, reduce the vulnerability of nigral neurons ([Fig. 4](#jpd-7-jpd171240-g004){ref-type="fig"}).

![A. Schematic diagram depicting the interrelationships between putative triggers of Parkinson's disease (PD) and three pathogenetic mechanism that are believed to contribute to the development of neuropathology. We suggest that these events are enhanced by aging. In this model, we propose that ACMSD activity can reduce the likelihood that potential disease triggers actually lead to PD. B. Physiological state.](jpd-7-jpd171240-g003){#jpd-7-jpd171240-g003}

![Schematic diagram describing a model for possible interactions between quinolinic acid and different cell types in the brain, when it comes to pathogenetic mechanisms that are highly relevant to Parkinson's disease. In this model, we propose that a relative lack of ACMSD increases the levels of quinolinic acid and consequently elevates the risk for excitotoxicity and neuroinflammation. Maroon arrows depict an increase activity of a molecular pathway, and the green T-bar illustrates inhibition.](jpd-7-jpd171240-g004){#jpd-7-jpd171240-g004}

We propose that there are at least three distinct avenues through which altered ACMSD levels, and concomitant changes in the formation of quinolinic acid, can influence the development and progression of PD ([Fig. 3](#jpd-7-jpd171240-g003){ref-type="fig"}). First, increased levels of quinolinic acid, due to reduced ACMSD activity, could potentially act as a primary trigger of excitotoxic neuronal death in PD \[[@ref007]\], or augment an ongoing cell death process that is the consequence of other triggers (described in more detail below). Second, quinolinic acid can directly trigger neuroinflammation by activating microglial cells \[[@ref049]\]. Neuroinflammation can also arise as a consequence of initial cell damage due to excitotoxicity, and contribute to establish a vicious cycle with further increased production of quinolinic acid, exacerbated by ACMSD deficiency. Third, recently the activation of microglia was shown to trigger (through the release of Il-1*α*, TNF-*α* and C1q) the conversion of quiescent astrocytes into an activated form (recently named A1 astrocytes) that is neurotoxic to neighboring neurons \[[@ref050]\]. Through these three pathways, it is possible that reduced ACMSD activity either initiates a primary neuroinflammatory response or exacerbates an ongoing detrimental inflammation, secondary to e.g., neuronal death, in the brain. In the following sections, we highlight prior work suggesting that excitotoxicity is important in PD as well as studies showing that neuroinflammation is a salient feature of the neurodegenerative process in PD, and we highlight the role of ACMSD and quinolinic acid in these processes.

A POTENTIAL ROLE FOR QUINOLINIC ACID AND NEUROTOXICITY IN PD {#sec0030}
============================================================

For decades, excitotoxicity has been discussed as a possible contributing factor to the pathogenesis of idiopathic PD. The evidence for this has been reviewed extensively elsewhere \[[@ref007]\]. Briefly, excitotoxicity involves impaired calcium homeostasis. Elevated intracellular calcium levels activates nitric oxide synthase and reactive oxygen species which impacts ATP synthesis via impairment of the electron transport chain, resulting in mitochondrial damage and cell death. Quinolinic acid is a direct agonist of the NMDA receptor, binding to the glutamate site. The NMDA receptors are ionotropic, ligand-dependent and responsible for fast excitatory neurotransmission, and NMDA receptors containing the NR2B subunit, which binds quinolinic acid and is implicated in excitotoxicity, are present on dopaminergic neurons in the substantia nigra \[[@ref053]\]. Excess activation of the NMDA receptor leads to surplus calcium entry into neurons, triggering production of ROS, which in turn inactivates mitochondrial complex I activity. These events collectively impair mitochondrial function and trigger oxidative stress, which has been suggested to cause dopaminergic neuron death in PD \[[@ref054]\]. Several lines of evidence from clinical neuropathology of PD \[[@ref055]\], as well as toxin \[[@ref058]\] and genetic \[[@ref053]\] models of PD implicate excitotoxicity in the death of dopamine neurons. It is beyond the scope of this review to describe each of these findings in detail, so we refer the reader to the original articles cited above, as well as to other recent reviews that describe this topic in detail \[[@ref007]\].

ACMSD AND NEUROINFLAMMATION IN PD {#sec0035}
=================================

Inflammation is another prominent biological feature of PD with activated microglia present in several brain areas, e.g., such as the olfactory bulb, basal ganglia and cortex \[[@ref063]\]. Furthermore, interleukin-2 (IL-2) and infiltrating immune cells are increased in PD brain \[[@ref067]\] and IL-6 is elevated in plasma \[[@ref068]\]. High levels of pro-inflammatory cytokines in CSF are associated with more severe fatigue, cognitive difficulties and depression in PD \[[@ref009]\]. Thus, ample evidence links intracerebral and systemic inflammation to PD. In addition, numerous animal models of PD also exhibit inflammation \[[@ref069]\]. Importantly, inflammation and the kynurenine pathway are directly linked. For example, interferon-*γ* (IFN-*γ*) and IL-6 increase the activity of IDO (indoleamine-2, 3 dioxygenase), the rate-limiting enzyme of the pathway. Elevated IDO activity promotes conversion of tryptophan to kynurenine, which is further metabolized to quinolinic acid (see [Fig. 1](#jpd-7-jpd171240-g001){ref-type="fig"}). Because ACMSD limits the formation of quinolinic acid by catalyzing the production of another metabolite, ACMSD can potentially reduce neurodegeneration that occurs during neuroinflammation. High levels of quinolinic acid have also been observed during neurotropic infections \[[@ref070]\]. Interestingly, epidemiological studies have linked neurotrophic infections and PD \[[@ref074]\]. Notably, alpha-synuclein is suggested to serve to protect neurons against pathogen infections \[[@ref076]\]. Viral infection of neurons can result in increased alpha-synuclein expression and genetic deletion of alpha-synuclein can lead to increased viral titer in the brain and exacerbated neuronal injury in experimental models of viral encephalitis \[[@ref078]\]. Induction of alpha-synuclein by viral pathogens is not just restricted to the central nervous system. Stolzenberg et al. demonstrated that alpha-synuclein expression within the enteric nervous system was induced by norovirus and associated with mucosal inflammation in the small intestine \[[@ref079]\]. Additionally, alpha-synuclein exhibits both antibacterial and anti-fungal activity, and it can protect neurons against Escherichia coli, Staphylococcus aureus and several strains of fungi \[[@ref080]\]. Of direct relevance to these findings, the gut microbiome is increasingly implicated in PD pathogenesis \[[@ref081]\]. Alterations in the gut microbiota has been suggested to initiate a chronic immune response and increase trafficking of alpha-synuclein aggregates via the vagus nerve to the brain stem, thereby triggering PD pathology in the brain via a prion-like mechanism \[[@ref082]\]. Recently, transfer of gut microbiome from PD patients was found to accelerate the development of microglial activation, alpha-synuclein pathology and motor deficits in mice overexpressing alpha-synuclein \[[@ref084]\]. Altogether, these studies connect inflammation and alpha-synuclein aggregation pathology, and suggest that microbial pathogens might play a role as triggers of PD.

SUMMARY {#sec0040}
=======

This review highlights novel genetic findings linking ACMSD to the risk for PD, and describes how it may exert a critical regulatory effect on excitotoxic and inflammatory pathways in the CNS. Furthermore, neuroinflammation and excitotoxicity are involved in other neurological and neuropsychiatric conditions such as Huntington's disease, multiple sclerosis, depression and suicide, and as such specific roles for the kynurenine pathway enzymes have been proposed in the pathogenesis of these conditions \[[@ref085]\]. Therefore, future studies should evaluate the potential role of ACMSD in these disorders.

We here propose that by limiting the formation of quinolinic acid, a well-known neurotoxin, ACMSD plays a key role specifically under circumstances of challenge, such as inflammation, infection, or exposure to environmental toxins. Under such conditions, ACMSD may serve as a "brake", limiting the damaging effects of inflammation, excitotoxicity and ROS formation. Importantly, the role of quinolinic acid and ACMSD in PD is yet to be fully characterized. Studies are warranted in order to determine quinolinic acid levels in the plasma, CSF and brain from PD patients as well as to characterize the ACMSD expression in PD brains. Furthermore, disease relevant animal models are required to help understand the molecular mechanisms associated with ACMSD gene regulation in neurodegeneration, and will help validate the role of ACMSD as a relevant therapeutic target in PD.
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